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INTERVIEWEE:  Kr.  Maurice  Kavanucigh 
INTERVIEWER;  Mr.  Robert  Pearce 


PEARCE :  This  is  an  interview  with  Maurice  Kavanaugh  for  the  Jolie;t 

Junior  College  Oral  History'’  Program  by  Bob  Pearce  at  105  Beach  Street, 

Joliet,  Illinois  on  March  26,  1974,  at  4:30  p.m.  First  of  all  Mr. 

Kavanaugh  I  would  like  to  know  when  and  where  you  were  born. 

KAVANAUGH :  I  was  born  at  102  Beach  Street,  Joliet,  on  May  2,  1895. 

PEARCE :  Could  you  tell  me  a  little  bit  about  your  early  history  as  a  child? 

KAVANAUGH :  Well,  I  like  sports.  Is  that  what  you  wanted  to  know?  I  was 
the  last  of  eight  children.  Was  born  to  Patrick  and  Ka.thryn  Donahue 
Kavanaugh  at  102  Beach  Street,  Joliet,  Illinois.  My  father  passed  away 
when  I  was  nine  months  old  leaving  ray  mother  as  sole  support.  I  was  educated 
at  the  old  St.  Patrick's  School  on  Hickory  Street,  Joliet,  Illinois.  I  havve 
been  a  life-long  member  of  St.  Patrick's  Church.  I  left  school  after  gradu¬ 
ating  from  St.  Pcitrick's  School  to  help  support  ny  mother.  My  main  ambition 
was  to  be  a  fighter;  but,  at  the  request  of  ray  mother,  I  gave  up  my  desire. 
Even  though  I  never  boxed  jauch  again,  I  never  stopped  my  daily  exercises 
until  the  day  I  retired  from  the  Joliet  Fire  Department.  *'I  firraly  believe  in 
daily  exercises  for  everyone.  I  joined  the  Joliet  Fire  Departiaent  on  J^uly  11, 
1917. 

PEARCE:  Now,  before  I  move  on  here,  Mr.  Kavanaugh,  can  we  talk  a  little  more 

cibout  your  boxing:  Did  you  ever  really  box  in  Joj.let? 

KAVANAUGH :  Yes,  not  professionally,  this  was  just  axhibdtion  mostly. 

But  I  would  have  been  located  in  Chicago  cause  that's  where  I  ...  would  of 
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had  my  start  from. 

PEARCE ;  What  was  your  boxing  record? 

KAVANAUGH :  I  didn't  have  a  record  at  that  time. 

PEARCE :  You  just  did  exhibition  boxing  then /right? 

KAVANAUGH :  I  knew  I  could  take  care  of  myself  and  I  just  did  it  for  ex¬ 

hibitions  that  we  put  on  for  people.  My  last  one  was  over  the  Orpheum 
Theater,  the  old  Orpheiim  on  Chicago  Street. 

PEARCE:  Yes. 

KAVANAUGH :  That  was  a  three-round  exhibition. 

PEARCE :  Did  you  win  that  fight? 

KAVANAUGH :  It  was  a  draw.  The  man  had  come  from  England.  He  had  boxed  with 

the  champion  of  England  at  160  pounds  over  there ,  and  I  boxed  him  here  in  a 
three-round  draw. 

PEARCE :  Could  you  tell  me  a  little  bit  about  your  parents,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 

Do  you  remember  where  they  came  from? 

KAVANAUGH i  My  father  came  from  Ireland.  My  mother  was  born  here  in  Joliet. 
He  was  a  railroad  man  on  the  Rock  Island  here,  a  car  inspector;  and  I  had 
two  brothers  follow  him.  The  same  work.  Well,  I  at  one  time  had  a  desire 
to  be  an  engineer;  and  I  was  ready  to  go  and  I  backed  out.  I  turned  that 
down.  I  just  didn't  want  it.  You'd  have  to  live,  two  different  places,  you 
see,  at  each  end  of  the  line. 


PEARCE:  Where  did  you  first  meet  your  wife,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 
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Mrs ,  KAVANAUGH :  At  the  election  returns,  next  door  to  the  engine  house. 
That's  where  the  elections  were. 

KAVANAUGH :  I  guess  that  would  be  the  proper  way  to  answer  that. 

PEARCE :  And  when  were  you  married,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 

ICAVANAUGH :  On  September  8,  1920,  I  married  the  former  Antonia  Vranicar  to 
whom  I  am  still  married.  One  son  and  twin  daughters  were  bom  of  the 
marriage.  My  son  is  supeirvisor  of  Audio-Visual  at  the  Arlington  Heights 
High  School  at  Arlington  Heights,  Illinois.  My  daughter,  i-lary  Louise,  is 
employed  at  the  Union  National  Bank  in  Joliet.  My  daughter,  Kathryn  Lois, 
is  married  to  Thaddeus  Rydzon.  City  Fireman,  Thaddeus  Rydzon. 

PEARCE :  Did  you  have  any  other  jobs  before  you  became  a  fireman? 

KAVANAUGH :  Before?  Yes,  I‘m  glad  you  asked  me  that.  My  first  job  was 

with  the  Republican  Printing  Company.  From  there  I  worked  with  the  Quaker 
Oats  Company.  In  1915,  I  had  charge  of  the  in-freight  at  the  Rock  Island 
Railroad  here.  That's  when  I  was  going  to  go  on  the  railroad.  From  there 
I  worked  at  the  Rock  Island  Freight  Office  for  awhile.  Then  it  was  getting 
into  1917.  That's  when  I  decided  I  thought  I  would  like  to  be  a  fireman. 

PEARCE :  Why  did  you  decide  you  wanted  to  be  a  fireman? 

KAVANAUGH:  Well,  I  always  admired  the  horses,  I  guess,  seeing  them  making 

the  runs.  But  I  thought  it  would  be  good  for  me.  See,  I  was  always  in 
good  shape  and  everything.  I  thought  I  would  like  the  action. 

PEARCE:  And  when  were  you  appointed  to  the  Joliet  Fire  Department? 

KAVANAUGH:  July  11,  1917. 
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PEARCE :  Could  you  tell  me  a  little  bit  about  the  pay,  and  what  the  hours 
were  when  you  first  became  a  fireman? 

ICAVANAUG--I :  I  started  at  a  salary  of  $89  a  month.  My  work  schedule  was 

24  hours  a  day  with  an  hour  off  for  breakfast,  dinner,  and  supper.  Every 
seventh  day,  I  was  off-duty.  About  1923  we  worked  a  4-day  schedule  with 
one  day  off  until  the  two-platoon  system  went  into  existence. 

PEARCE:  What  were  some  of  your  duties  as  a  rookie  fireman? 

KAVANAUGH :  The  rookie?  Well,  naturally  they  vzould  have  to  do  the  vrark 

that  was  to  be  done  there.  In  those  days  there  were  only  three  men  in  an 
outside  house,  and  naturally  the  work  went  to  the  rookie.  But  as  soon  as 
the  alarm  rang,  he  V7as  on  the  rig.  with  tine  other  two  men,  an  officer  and 
a  driver.  Rookies ' duties  were  to  keep  the  house  clean  and  things  in  con¬ 
dition.  See  that  eveorything  was  in  its  right  place.  A.t  a  fire,  naturally, 
at  first,  you're  strange.  But  you  learn  very  quick,  I  would  say.  As  you 
go  along,  you  pick  up  different  things  that  you  see  other  men  do  —  an  older 
man,  naturally.  They  Jcnow  what  they  are  doing  and  you  watch  them,  and 
you'll  pick  it  up  quick. 

PE.APCE:  Do  you  remember  any  of  the  early  regulations  on  the  Fire  Department? 

Were  there  any  regulations  that  you  may  have  had  a  hard  time  complying  with? 

KAVANAUGH:  You  were  supposed  to  kee^*  yourself  neat  at  all  times.  After 

the  house  duties  were  completed,  which  would  be  about  9:30  or  10:00  in  the 
morning  (aiiless  you  were  at  a  fire)  ,  you  v/ere  supposed  to  be  in  neat 
appearance. 

PEARCE:  Were  horses  still  in  use  at  the  time  you  entered  tlie  department? 
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KAVAUAUGH ;  Yes.  Three  horses.  I  don't  know  how  to  explain  it.  There 
were  three  horses,  hut  I  didn't  locate  where  they  were.  I  reported  to  No.  1 
on  the  11th  day  of  July,  1917.  On  that  same  morning  I  went  to  No.  U  at 
Oollins  and  Ohio  with  Andy  Pesavento.  I  worked  two  years  there,  and  then 
I  went  to  No.  3  on  Washington  Street.  I  worked  there  about  two  or  three 
years.  Then  I  came  down  to  No.  1.  I  spent  most  of  my  time  at  I's,  hut  I 
have  worked  at  all  houses. 

PEARCE :  V/hat  was  some  of  the  early  equipment  like?  The  fire-fighting 
equipment? 

KAVANAUGH :  Well,  we  had  a  ladder  truck  downtown  at  No.  1,  a  75-” foot  aerial. 
It  was  drawn  hy  two  horses.  They  had  three  horses  altogether.  They  used 
three  to  draw  the  steamer  engine.  I  was  at  No.  U' s  when  they  got  rid  of  the 
three  horses.  The  aerial  truck  .was  pulled  hy  two  horses.  A  man  would  ride 
the  hack  end  and  stir.  There  was  a  tillerman;  and  if  he  didn't  make  the 
right  turn,  he  was  in  trouble.  But  anyway,  they  always  got  along  alright. 
But  they  had  three  horses,  the  steamer,  and  what  we  called  "The  Harder". 

It  had  hard  tires  in  those  days.  The  ladder  truck  that  I  rode  when  I  came 
downtown,  naturally  that  was  the  ladder  truck.  It  had  an  extinguisher  tank, 
soda  and  acid  —  I  think  it  was  Uo  gallons  if  I  recall  right,  underneath  the 
driver's  seat.  I  would  have  to  turn  the  siren  if  we  went  as  far  as  Ridge¬ 
wood;  in  those  days  we  went  all  over.  I  had  to  turn  the  hand  siren.  That's 
one  of  the  duties  of  the  rookie,  hut  I  didn't  mind  it. 

PEARCE:  How  many  men  were  on  the  Fire  Department  at  that  time? 

KAVANAUGH :  At  that  time _ I'd  have  to  guess.  You  see,  downtown,  I  just 

didn't  know  the  downtown.  Well,  like  I  said,  there  were  three  men  in  an 
outside  house.  I'm  going  to  guess;  I'd  say  about  thirty. 
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PE?J<.CE :  About  thirty  men. 

KAVANAUGH :  Yes. 

PEARCE ;  Could  you  tell  me  who  your  first  chief  was? 

KAVANAUGH :  My  first  chief  was  Calvin  Royce. 

PEARCE ;  How  was  he  for  a  chief? 

KAVANAUGH :  You  couldn't  beat  him;  for  personality  or  any  other  way,  a  fire¬ 

man  ajid  personality,  he  couldn't  be  boat.  I'd  have  to  say  the  same  about 
all  my  chiefs.  But  I  would  naturally,  coming  on  as  a  rookie,  I  got  attached 
to  Calvin  Royce  because  he  always  treated  me  so  good. 

PEARCE:  Who  v/ere  some  of  the  other  chiefs  you  worked  under? 

KAVANAUGH :  The  ones  th£it  follow, ed  him  were  John  Nygren,  dead  now,  very 

good  fire:man  to  wrork  with.  Following  him  was  Arthur  Dillon,  deceased  ... 
good  man.  Then,  Harold  Rasmussen.  A.11  good  men. 

PEARCE :  Do  you  remember  your  first  fire,  Mr.  Kavanaugh?  Could  you  tell 
me  a  little  bit  about  it? 


I^VANAUGH :  My  first  fire?  It  couldn't  have  been  much  or  I  would  have  remem¬ 

bered  it.  I  made  several  runs  out  of  No.  4,  but  they  didn't  amount  to  much. 

I  remember  coming  down  to  Chicago  Street  one  day.  There  was  a  truck  fire. 

He  had  furniture  in  it  and  was  moving.  When  it  caught  fi.re,  I  think  that 
was  one  of  rr.y  first  runs. 

PEARCE:  Do  you  reiueraber  the  first  major  fire  you  were  at? 

KAVANAUGH:  My  first  big  fire  was  on  the  night  of  December  21st  in  1921 
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when  the  Lincoln  Theater  located  at  Clinton  and  Chicago  Streets  burned 
down,  causing  damage  of  more  tiian  two  hundred  thousand  dollars.  In  the  year 
1925,  on  February  4th,  scores  of  sleeping  guests  had  to  be  rescued  from  the 
Orpheum  Hotel  blaze  that  was  on  Cass  Street.  The  building  was  completely 
destroyed  with  a  loss,  of  $100,000.  One  of  the  worst  fires  occurred  at  the 
uinet— Nachoour  Building  which  is  Lhe  old  Boston  Store  there.  The  old 
Boston  Store  Jefferson  and  Ottawa  Streets  on  December  9,  1927.  The 
Boston  Store  and  Dinet’s  were  togetlier  there.  To  that  date  the  fire  was  the 
heaviest  property  loss  ever  recorded  in  Joliet.  It  was  estimated  to  be 
more  than  half  a  million  dollars  worth  of  damage.  A  wall  in  the  rear  of 
the  building  collapsed  injuring  four  firemen.  Those  firemen  were  taken  to 
the  hospital.  I  went  out  and  helped  load  them  up  for  treatment.  The  Monroe 
Hotel  was  the  most  touching  fire  because  so  many  elderly  people  made  their 
homes  there.  Prior  to  that  time  I  had  been  a  fire  inspector,  so  I  was  well 
acquainted  with  the  building  as  well  as  the  guests.  For  fear  that  everyone 
had  not  gotten  out,  I  requested  a  rope  be  tied  around  my  waist  so  I  could 
enter  the  flaming  building.  Our  beloved  Chaplin,  Father  Sylvester  Snee, 
begged  me  not  to  go  in  the  building;  but,  I  had  to  make  sure  that  everyone 
was  accounted  for.  I  had  an  uncle  in  there,  and  I  had  got  up  at  the  top  of 
the  steps..  I  knew  the  building  from  going  there.  Just  amass  of  flames  and 
smoke.  I  got  up  to  the  top  of  the  steps;  I  couldn't  go  any  farther.  I 
came  back  down,  and  I  knew  my  uncle  couldn't  get  out  unless  he  was  assisted. 
He  was  a  crippled  man.  He  w’-orked  with  the  Herald-News  Line-o-Type.  I  had 
always  told  him  that  if  anything  ever  happened,  here,  right  outside  of  your 
window,  there  is  a  fire  escape.  I  said,  "Do  you  think  you  will  be  able  to 
grab  that  if  something  happens  to  you?"  He  said,  "Yes,  I  do.”  So  I  begged 
one  Qf  the  men  to  put  a  rope  around  me.  I  went  around  to  the  back,  went  up 
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the  fire  escape,  and  got  in.  The  fire  was  bouncing  through  the  door  coming 
into  his  room.  I  got  down  low  where  the  oxygen  would  be,  and  I  felt  under 
the  bed.  He  wasn't  in  bed.  He  had  a  bathroom,  and  I  went  in  there  and 
looked  all  around.  I  had  a  light  with  me,  and  I  pulled  on  the  rope.  I 
knew  he  was  out.  But  I  did  not  know  at  that  time  that  someone  had  taken 
him  to  the  hospital;  othein^^ise  I  would  have  not  gone  in  there.  But  anyway, 
that  was  one  reason  I  wanted  to  get  in  that  building,  and  also  to  help  anyone 
else  that  I  might  see  in  there  that  I  could  get  out.  The  city  of  Joliet 
allowed  one  truck  and  two  men  to  answer  calls  outside  the  city.  Prior  to  the 
time  that  this  practice  was  discontinued,  one  of  the  worst  fires  outside 
the  city  occurred  at  Stateville  Penitentiary  while  a  riot  was  in  process. 
Calvin  Royce,  the  chief, was  answering  tbe  phone;  and  naturally  we  were  all 
in  the  office.  We  knew  what  the  call  was.  The  last  time  he  spoke  to  them, 

I  heard  him  say,  "All  right.  I'll  send  one  truck."  He  turned  to  me  and  he 
said,  "Maurice,  I'm  gonna  send  you  to  the  penitentiary."  I  said,  "That's 
all  right.  Chief."  His  nephew  was  riding  with  me;  he  says,  "Whatever  you 
do,"  (to  the  nephew) ,  "you  do  what  Maurice  tells  you  to  do."  So,  anyway, 
we  went  up  there  to  the  penitentiary.  I  get  in  the  outer  gate,  two  or  three 
officers  there.  I  said,  "I  have  only  one  man  with  me."  They  said,  "Okay," 

He  opened  up  the  other  gate.  I  said,  "Just  a  minute,  please,"  I  says, "I've 
got  two  axes  on  the  back  end  here,  and  you  say  there  is  a  riot."  Well,  it 
was  just  overlooked. . . .  They  sent  a  guard  with  me,  a  captain,  a  captain  of 
the  guards.  So  he  says,  "How  many  men  do  you  want?"  There  were  three  build¬ 
ings  on  fire,  shoe  factory,  metal  factory,  and  some  other  factory  —  three 
of  them  going  at  once.  I  said, "We  need  about  twenty-five  or  thirty  men  to 
handle  the  lines  there.  So,  anyway,  there  was  so  much  smoke,  I  don't  know 
how  much  work  they  did;  but  they  poured  water  on  it  until  they  got  it 
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controlled.  Before  we  left  there /  they  lined  them  all  up  in  the  dark,  and 
they  raised  their  airms  and  they  put  them  in  their  cells.  I  came  back  from 
there  then. 

Mrs.  KAVANAUGH:  What  about  the  loaf  of  bread  that  fell  on  the  floor? 

KAVANAUGH :  They  were  marching  right  by  where  I  was  standing,  and  they  had 
their  arms  up;  and  one  man  had  a  loaf  of  bread  under  his  arms,  taking  it  to 
the  cell  with  him  and  it  dropped  on  my  foot.  And,  naturally,  I  thought  I 
had  been  shot  in  the  foot;  but  it  wasn't,  it  was  a  loaf  of  bread. 

PEARCE:  Do  you  remember  what  year  this  fire  was  in? 

KAVANAUGH :  I  can't  place  that  year.  I  think  it  was  in  the  forties. 

PEARCE :  Was  Calvin  Royce  chief  at  the  time? 

KAVANAUGH i  Yes,  Calvin  Royce.  Other  fires  that  I  attended  were  the  Star- 
Peerless  Wallpaper  Mill,  the  National  Hotel,  and  Adler's  Grocery  (a  very  bad 
one,  too).  Several  others,  Lytton's  and  Harvey  Brothers  on  Chicago  Street. 
Poehner  and  Dillman's  on  Cass  and  Scott.  They  were  bad  ones. 

PEARCE:  Do  you  remember  anything  about  these  fires? 

KAVANAUGH:  Yes.  Down  on  Bluff  and  Jefferson  Streets  at  the  National  Hotel 

and  Adler's  fire,  I  told  some  of  the  new  men  to  watch  out  in  case  a  wall 
should  collapse.  I  always  worried  about  walls  collapsing  and  some  of  the 
young  men  getting  caught.  I  seen  these  men  standing  too  close  and  warned 
them  to  be  cautious.- 


PEARCE:  Which  fire  was  this? 
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KAVANAUGH :  Th.e  National  Hotel  and  Adler's  Grocery  fire.  The  hotel  was 
above  the  groceiry  store.  I  knew  the  building  pretty  well  because  I  had 
inspected  it  a  lot  and  I  was  always  afraid,  you  know  that  something  might 
happen  with  elderly  people.  I  told  the  men,  I  said,  "Move  back,  because 
the  wall,  there  is  nothing  supporting  it."  I  said,  "It  will  either  go  in 
or  it  will  come  out."  About  ten  minutes  or  so,  maybe  fifteen  minutes,  the 
wall  went  in.  Fell  in.  But  they  had  backed  up.  It  wouldn't  have  caught 
them  anyway.  *The  St.  Stephen's  Chapel  fire  was  also  a  very  bad  fire.  I 
told  the  men  that  they  better  get  down  off  the  fire  escape.  On  the  south 
side  of  the  building  was  an  archway  —  stone  —  over  the  fire  escape. 

Well,  maybe  fifteen,  twenty  minutes  after  they  were  down,  it  collapsed. 

So  anyway,  I  am  not  taking  any  credit;  it  was  just.... one  of  my  duties. 

PEARCE :  When  did  you  make  lieutenant,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 

KAVANAUGH :  On  February  1,  1945,  I  was  appointed  lieutenant. 

PEARCE ;  And  when  were  you  appointed  to  captain? 

KAVANAUGH:  On  May  1,  1951,  I  was  appointed  to  fill  the  vacancy  of  a  retiring 

captain. 

PEARCE:  And  what  were  some  of  your  duties  as  an  officer?  Were  you  in 

charge  of  an  outside  house? 

KAVANAUGH :  Yes,  Nos.  5  and  6. 

*  St.  Stephen's  Chapel  and  Church  was  the  former  Steel  Works  Club  at  Collins 
and  Irving  Street. 

KAVANAUGH:  Well  I  used  to  do  inspecting.  They  didn't  have  any  regular  in¬ 


spectors  at  that  time.  I  used  to  do  quite  a  bit  of  inspecting  for  the  depart- 
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merit.  I  started  inspecting  just  before  I  made  captain,  and  continued  in-^ 
specting  for  about  two  years.  I  tried  to  see  that  the  buildings  were  kept 
in  shape  v^en  I  was  inspecting.  Because,  you  know,  piling  stuff  in  front 
of  the  doors  and  windows  would  stop  the  access  to  firemen  getting  in  and 
things  like  that.  I  always  tried  to  see  that  everything  was  in  order,  such 
as  electrical  wiring,  things  like  that,  you  know. 

PEARCE :  What  was  one  of  your  most  exciting  experiences  as  a  fireman? 

KAVANAUGH ;  Well,  they  were  all  exciting.  They  were  all  exciting,  but  the 
one  that  I  mentioned  before  about  the  Hotel  Monroe  fire,  naturally,  it 
interested  me  more  on  account  of  my  uncle  up  in  there.  There  are  so  many 
other  small  things  that  I  had  done.  A  former  assistant  chief,  Jim  Breen, 
he's  dead  now,  his  son  is  the  Chief  of  Police,  Freddy  Breen  —  his  dad  and 
me  rode  together.  We  used  to  go  outside  the  city.  A  man  was  coming  up  South 
Chicago  Street  with  a  load  of  coal  in  a  small  truck.  He  had  a  head-on 
collision.  There  was  one  of  my  worst  experiences.  I  was  driving  a  tank 
truck;  and  I  said  to  Jimmy  Breen,  "There's  a  man  pinned  right  in  there,  the 
poor  fellow."  I  got  up  behind  him  and  put  the  fire  out,  but  it  was  hard. 

The  man  was  burnt  to  death.  The  State  Police  came  and  took  care  of  traffic. 
That  was  one  that  bothered  me  a  long  time,  to  see  the  conjiition  he  was  in. 

The  things  like  tha+- ,  down  on  South  Center  Street  across  McDonough,  there 
were  five  persons  killed.  They  weren't  burned  up,  they  were  asphyxiated  on 
New  Year's  Eve.  I  got  in  there,  and  I  stepped  on  one  man's  finger.  You 
couldn't  see  nothing;  but  I  knew  it  was  fingers.  so  I  called  in  Chief 

Nygren  and  showed  him  the  location  of  the  bodies . Another  fire  was  at 

913  Irving  Street.  When  we  arrived  on  the  scene  the  people  there  informed 
Assistant  Chief  Andrew  Pesavento  that  a  child  was  in  the  house.  We  entered; 


and  in  the  second  bedroom  to  be  searched,  we  found  the  unconscious  form  of 
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of  Anderson.  Harold  T.  Bookman  and  I  were  the  firemen  who  discovered  him 
wedged  on  the  floor  between  the  bed  and  the  wall.  He  was  carried  from  the 
house  and  rushed  to  the  hospital  in  the  police  ambulance. 

PEARCE:  Do  you  remember  any  other  fires  where  you  may  have  rescued  someone? 

Mr s .  KAVAHAUGH :  He  went  in  and  got  a  kid  out  of  the  water  that  was  dead. 

KAVANAUGH :  One  of  the  most  serious  fires  to  happen  to  me  was  a  gasoline 
station  pump  explosion  located  at  the  corner  of  Cass  and  Collins  Streets. 
Fire  Chief  John  Nygren  and  three  of  us  were  seriously  burned.  We  were 
enveloped  in  a  sheet  of  flame  that  burst  from  the  gas  pump.  A  sheet  of 
flame  spread  20  feet  across  Collins  Street.  It  threw  me  half  way  across 
Collins  Street  and  I  thought  my  head  was  blown  off.  I  got  over  to  the 
building  and  laid  up  against  it;  and  they  threw  oil  on  me,  some  kind,  I 
don't  know,  something,  ears  were  so  severely  burned  that  I  have  been 
bothered  since  with  them.  In  fact,  it  effected  my  hearing  ...  permanently. 

I  was  burned  about  the  face.  My  hearing  was  impaired  to  the  extent  that 
I  eventually  had  to  take  an  early  retirement  from  the  force.  I  was  a  Cap¬ 
tain  at  the  time  of  my  retirement,  and  I  feared  for  the  lives  of  the  men 
in  my  charge ...  since  my  hearing  was  becoming  so  poor.  •- 

PEARCE:  Do  you  remember  some  of  the  advice  or  some  of  the  training  you 
used  to  give  the  rookies  when  you  were  an  officer  of  the  fire  department? 

KAVAHAUGH :  Yes,  the  old  Porter  Brewery  that  stood  on  Bluff  Street  is  where 
we  did  our  training.  Depending  on  the  weather,  we  would  train  every 
week,  or  at  least  every  ten  days.  It  all  depended  on  the  work  we  had  to 
do.  We  would  go  up  on  top  of  that  building  and  we  would  tie  our  knots.  We 
had  to  know  our  knots.  We  would  put  a  rescue  knot  on  ourself  and  you 
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better  be  good  or  you  would  fall  yourself.  So,  naturally,  the  men  all 
knew  the  rescue  knot.  You  would  then  lower  yourself  with  that  rescue 
knot.  That  was  one  of  the  things  that  we  trained  on.  We  were  always 
taught  about  the  distance  of  placing  a  ladder  that  is  safe.  You  know  that 
probably,  don't  you?  We  always  knew  how  far  out  from  the  building  to 
place  the  ladder.  In  those  days  we  had  one  big,  old  ladder,  a  fifty- foot 
extension  ladder  with  tormentors.  Four  men  would  put  that  up.  That  is, 
two  men  would  heel  it  and  two  would  push  up  on  it.  Then  the  two  that  were 
pushing  up,  would  grab  each  side  of  the  tormentors,  and  guide  it  so  it 
wouldn't  fall.  It  was  a  heavy  ladder. 

PEARCE:  What  was  some  of  the  advice  you  would  give  the  new  men? 

KAVANAUGH :  k^y  advice  (and  they  will  back  me  up)  that  I  would  never  send 
a  man  in.  I  always  told  them  to  wait  for  me.  That  is  the  ones  working 
for  me,  I  am  speaking  about.  Wait  to  see  what  they  were  supposed  to  do. 

I  never  wanted  to  rush  a  man  in  there,  especially  a  young  man,  until  he  knew 
where  he  was  going  or  what  he  was  going  to  do  when  he  got  there.  I  always 
either  went  first  or  when  it  was  safe,  I  would  tell  him  to  go  in.  That 
was  one  piece  of  advice  I  always  gave.  Naturally  I  had  them  all  learn 
what  they  were  supposed  to  do.  I  think  they  all  did  good.. 

PEARCE:  How  was  the  morale  at  the  fire  department  at  that  time? 

KAVANAUGH:  It  was  okay. 

PEARCE :  Did  all  the  men  get  along  well,  or  was  there  a  lot  of  jacking  and 
friction  like  there  is  today? 

KAVANAUGH :  Well,  I  couldn't  say  nothing  against  the  men.  You  see,  we  all 
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got  along  good.  But  then  ve  started  to  cook  our  meals.  Some  of  the  men 
didn't  like  the  meals,  and  some  thought  the  price  was  too  high.  That’s 
what  you  would  expect.  But,  we  all  got  along  good  eating  together. 

PEARCE:  What  did  you  pay  for  your  meals? 

KAVAWAUGH:  Fifty  cents. 

I^.s.  KAVARAUGH:  Thirty- five  cents  at  the  beginning. 

PEARCE:  Thirty-five  cents  at  the  beginning,  and  then  fifty  cents? 
KAVANAUGH :  Yes,  thirty- five  cents,  that’s  right. 

PEARCE:  That’s  a  big  change.  Today  it  is  four  dollars  a  day.  Did  you 
ever  do  any  of  the  cooking? 

KAVAWAUGH :  No,  I  never  did  ...  cook.  I  could  only  cook  to  suit  myself. 
But,  we  always  had  good  cooks.  The  boy  that  rode  with  me,  the  Chief’s 
nephew,  was  a  very  good  cook.  He  cooked  for  our  shift. 

PEARCE:  And  what  was  his  name? 

KAVAimUGH:  Royce  Young. 

% . 

PEARCE:  Who  were  seme  of  the  other  good  cooks  on  the  fire  department? 

KAVANAUGH:  Angelo  Principalli  was  a  former  chef,  and  he  couldn't  be  beat 
for  cooking;  he  loved  to  cook.  There  were  so  many  good  cooks.  Louie 
Sutton  was  also  a  good  cook;  but  anyvray,  there  were  ever  so  many. 


PEARCE:  Did  you  ever  have  alarm  duty  while  you  were  on  the  fire  department? 


^  V  jn'  ’io  siiao3  »feXB^  ‘^'*'>  >iOOO 

a-.iur  .daM  ^  »^l  ':  »«  *«»  S«»  ».!^  t',!,tb 


« 

.  V* 


•  iL 

TcXjB?ri  •ISW  rAH  ®3?£3S'*  ^ 

•  i ' 

,  a  *ani*  \^ ^ 


^  /ik: 


.snJnalaoa  s'Ji'  »»  =»==» 

r.  *1 

tftJoas  rtli”i  osdi  tea  .ae/hutiS’^  =?a55Sl 

’•»  ■ 

* 

*  ^MdJ-  , ‘ 

I 

uox  SIS  .V*  3^»xalX0b  -Uiol  ct  it  X^boT  .»sae.1o  sW  *  a'?«dT  :?J£A^ 

s^ri.t  t-i  ist3  ’S£^ 


,y-' 

>IXW  ■!>i  3fW3  xXi-’  sti-os  ^  •^°°^'  •••  fii*  ’»i'>“  ^  •  =-'i— 4^— . 

*ri*  .»«  ’*><”  '“rt-  '?x«  O'®  ..>-0O9  e^?  £.^ri  ’■■ 

..-nlifa^xL-o  -ton  tn^iooo  oH  .iooo  bMS  rja-f  «  ,«aq9a 

t>:V41  atj.  BOV  3ottV  SttA  t'^SAS^ 

'-v.| 

-  .am-cn  MV-'*  ttg'fAKAVM 


i'vjL 


-  f  .  '  |4'  ,  »  r  s 

.,.'  "■■  B 

tJa9.^o-I,b  Otn  oi'i>  eiooo  b-:K,3  vodJo  Btia  1=  o.wo  o«V  .aSOSiS 

■'■■''  1 

J,e<.  9rf  a-objioo  oti  :,tto  ,10tJo  «  *«'-  .XXA.ql,ri9T  „I.ar>. 

9h<oa  . 8^009  i««3  Xf^  <«  '■**•'5'  •'^'^°’  -^  ■•'’X  9't..Aiii-ooo  i.t 

>„B^  Ot  ^f.-V  ..Orfi  .vauxoo  .X900  eK-S  -  0*X6  *»•-  .lOlit/S 

^a.„.8.-:»^t.b  -.11'.  *t»  09  «8V  bXJWv  X«b  anaXo  9V«H  novo  uo'<  SW 


19 


i 


KAVAI7AUGH :  Yes,  ve  vould  take  our  turns  sitting  up  downstairs.  We  had  a 
cot  that  ve  would  "bring  into  the  office  alongside  of  the  telephone,  and 
it  would  he  our  Job  to  answer  that  phone  if  there  was  a  fire.  We'd  just 
ring  a  hell  upstairs  and  the  men  would  come  sliding  down.  If  it  was  a  run 
outside  the  city,  which  would  he  for  me,  I  would  holler  for  one  of  the 
chiefs.  Chief  Nygren  slept  right  hy  the  pole,  so  he's  see  that  the  man 
got  down  there  to  go  with  me. 

PEARCE:  Did  you  ever  injure  yourself  sliding  down  the  pole? 

KAVAWAUGH :  No,  I  didn't;  hut  Jim  Dolan  did.  That's  how  I  happened  to  go 
to  No.  3.  A  man  hy  the  name  of  Jim  Dolan  slid  the  pole  and  broke  his 
ankle,  and  I  spent  a  couple  of  years  over  at  No.  3's  replacing  him. 

PEARCE:  Nowadays  I  guess  they've  taken  the  poles  away  because  of  so  many  men 
getting  injured  sliding  them. 

KAVAITAUGH :  Yes.  Well  they  haven't  got  much  need  for  a  pole  now. 

PEARCE:  I've  heard  talk  that  on  stormy  nights  the  hell  in  the  alarm 
system  would  start  ringing  even  though  there  was  no  fire. 

KAVANAUGH :  Yes.  We  used  to  get  quite  a  hit  of  the  gonging  like  running 
away,  hanging  away,  you  know.  There  would  he  no  fire;  there 'd  he  a  con¬ 
nection  someplace  out  of  order  or  something  wrong.  I  also  had  the  upstairs 
in  No.  I's  fixed  up  as  a  gymnasium  through  Chief  Kelly  Royce.  He  was  a 
great  man;  he  loved  sports.  I  used  to  box  quite  a  hit  then.  I  had  a  lot 
of  young  men,  they’re  all  alike  —  used  to  come  in  and  box.  I  helped  them 
out  that  •^s’ay,  and  I  liked  it  myself.  I  had  my  punching  hag  there,  and  I 
would* exercise  on  it  every  day.  I'll  die  taking  exercises.  I've  always 
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loved  that.  I  do  a  lot  of  valking;  all  my  life  I  valked. 

PEARCE:  Do  you  rememher  any  fire  experiences  on  or  along  the  canal? 

KAVANAUGH :  Lyon’s  Lumber  Yard  vas  a  bad  fire  on  Washington  Street.  I 
vas  in  there  and  most  of  the  lumber  was  burning.  Chief  Royce  called  me  so 
I  got  someone  else  to  hold  the  line  with  the  other  man  that  was  with  me. 

He  said,  ”Come  on  and  take  a  ride  with  me.”  I  thought  it  was  odd,  and  I 
said,  ”ls  something  wrong?"  "I’ll  tell  you  when  we  get  out,"  he  said, 
"Your  daughter  fell  and  broke  her  arm.  What  I  want  you  to  do  is  to  go 
home."  But  I  was  kind  of  excited,  too.... I  was  called  down  to  a  barge  one 
morning.  I  had  Waite  Lowery  with  me.  Do  you  know  Waite? 

PEARCE:  Yes. 

KAVAWAUGH :  I  had  Waite  Lowery  with  me  over  here  on  the  east  wall.  One  of 
the  deck  hands  had  fell  down  into  the  barge  and  broke  his  back.  Well, 
that’s  kind  of  a  ticklish  job  to  figure  out  what  you’re  going  to  do.  So  I 
took  a  roof  ladder,  got  down  in  and  I  said  to  the  man,  "Are  you  hurt  real 
bad?"  He  said,  "Yes,  I  am."  Some  of  his  crewmen  asked  how  we  were  going  to 
get  him  out.  I  said,  "I’ll  get  him  out."  I  said,  "That  ladder  there  that 
I  came  down,  we'll  make  a  stretcher  out  of  it.  There's  nothing  to  it. 

You  just  put  the  rope  around  each  end  and  pull  him  up."  By  that  time  the 
police  were  there,  and  the  police  helped  pull  him  up.  The  police  took  him 
to  the  hospital.  I  inquired  after,  and  his  sister  told  me  that  his  back 
was  broken.  But  anyway  I  was  luckj’’  enough  to  get  the  man  out  of  there 
because  he  was  in  pain,  very  much  pain. 

PEARCE:  Did  you  ever  do  any  ambulance  work  on  the  Fire  Department? 
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KAYMAUGH :  Resusitator.  Yes,  tut  not  in  the  late  years,  I  didn’t.  We 
always  had  two  or  three  that  could  just  jump  in  and  go,  you  see.  I  guess 
it’s  the  same  now,  isn’t  it?  Is  everyone  supposed  to  he  ahle  to  go  out  on 
the  inhalator? 

PEARCE:  Yes,  everyone  is  supposed  to  he  ahle  to  use  it;  hut  we  have  men 
assigned  to  the  ambulance. 

KAVAEAUGH :  There  was  a  man  that  came  to  town  from  Chicago.  He  was  a  dark 
man;  he  was  hlack,  hut  I  befriended  him.  I’ve  always  been  that  way.  I  knew 
the  fellow  that  was  supposed  to  he  going  to  handle  him  here.  He  was  a 
fighter  out  of  Chicago.  He  was  a  light-heavy  weight,  and  I  used  to  box 
with  him.  So,  anyway,  I’d  give  him  something  to  get  a  meal  now  and  then; 
and  then  once  in  awhile  I  told  the  fellows,  "I  don’t  want  anybody  to  get 
mad  or  anything,  hut  I’m  going  to  invite  him  for  dinner."  They  didn’t;  no 
one  cared.  So  anyway,  he  was  training  for  a  fight.  When  no  one  came  in  to 
spar  with  him,  he  would  say,  "Well,  Maurice,  you  care  to  box  with  me?"  I 
said,  "Yes,  hut  I’ll  have  to  wear  a  headgear  because  I  had  my  eye  hurt." 

They  had  to  plaster  it  up  on  Market  Street  one  night.  So  I  wore  a  headgear. 
We  boxed  three  rounds.  He  was  a  bigger  man  than  me.  Of  course,  I  lost  a 
lot  of  weight.  I  would  have  boxed  at  l60  pounds.  So  anyway,  we  were  box¬ 
ing;  and  he  said,  "Maurice,  I  notice  how  you  punch  the  bag."  "Well,  I 
should  be  able  to  punch  it,"  I  said,  "I’ve  punched  it  since  I  was  a  little 
kid  about  8  years  old."  I  said,  "Can't  you  punch  it?"  He  said,  "Nothing 
like  that."  There’s  a  lot  of  good  fighters  that  can’t  punch  a  bag.  They 
can  hit  at  it,  but  they  can’t  punch  it.  See,  I  can  work  it  anyway  at  all. 

He  turned  out  to  be  a  good  friend  of  mine,  but  the  little  I  done  for  him  I 
never  regretted  it.  I  used  to  have  Warren  Woods.  You  never  knew  Warren 


Woods,  did  you? 
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PEAECE;  No,  I  didn't. 


KAVANAUGH :  He  was  a  State  Representative  at  one  time.  He  used  to  work  at 
the  Union  Bank  where  my  daughter  works.  He  was  there  later  on.  He  came  in 
one  day  and  I  told  him,  I  said,  "  I'm  going  to  have  this  colored  man  and 
his  fiancee  come  in  for  dinner."  He  said,  "That  would  he  good.  What  do 
you  need?"  I  said,  "Nothing,  we'll  get  it."  He  said,  "I'll  chip  in."  I 
said,  "You  don't  have  to  chip  in."  So  he  said,  "Listen,  that's  nice.  I'm 
glad  you're  doing  it."  Little  things  like  that  meant  a  lot  to  me  .  .  .  . 
Did  you  ever  hear  tell  of  a  Pompier  ladder? 

PEARCE :  Yes,  did  you  ever  climh  a  Pompier  ladder? 

KAVANAUGH :  Yes,  hut  only  in  practice. 

PEARCE :  What  was  your  pay  when  you  retired  from  the  Fire  Department? 

KAVANAUGH :  I  retired  on  the  first  day  of  September,  1959 j  as  the  rank  of 
captain.  pay  at  that  time  was  $3^64. OU.  My  pension  was  $288.67  per 
month. 

PEARCE:  How  did  you  get  your  raises  while  you  were  on  the  Fire  Department? 
Did  you  have  to  negotiate  with  the  city  or  the  mayo"*"?  .... 

KAVANAUGH :  We  had  a  hard  time  building  up  to  get  any  raises.  We  had  our 
committees  that  would  go  over  asking  for  a  raise  in  salary.  At  that  time 
it  was  tough  going.  You  can  see  by  the  salary  that  I  was  getting  that  it 
didn't  get  very  high. 

PEARCE :  Did  you  help  organize  the  Local  ^^? 


KAVANAUGH :  Yes.  Myself,  Leon  Griggs,  and  Dick  McKeon,  and  other  men 
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organized  the  local  in  February,  I918. 

PEARCE;  Can  you  recall  any  of  your  more  humorous  experiences? 

KAVARAUGH:  One  day  in  the  winter  time  we  had  a  fire  at  a  large  home  on 
Richards  Street.  The  Assistant  Chief,  Thomas  Ruddy,  didn’t  know  that  I 
was  on  the  roof  and  he  moved  the  ladder.  When  it  got  time  for  me  to  come 
down  after  we  finished  ventilating  the  roof,  there  was  no  ladder.  Leon 
Griggs  said,  ”>^y  uncle  is  up  there."  The  ladder  was  then  brought  back  so 
we  could  get  down. 

Mrs .  KAVAIJAUGH :  He  never  missed  a  day  visiting  the  sick  firemen. 

PEARCE:  Who’s  picture  is  this,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 

KAVAITAUGH :  Father  Sylvester  Snee.  He  is  dead  now.  I  was  honorary  pall¬ 
bearer  for  him.  He  was  our  Chaplain.  He  watched  over  the  firemen  like  a 
mother  would. 

PEARCE:  Did  the  Chaplain  go  to  the  fires? 

KAVAHAUGH;  He  always  wanted  to  be  there. 

PEARCE :  Did  he  ride  on  the  equipment  with  the  rest  of  the ^fellows? 

KAVAHAUGH :  Yes,  we  would  always  make  room  for  him  on  the  seat,  too. 

PEARCE:  I’ve  heard  a  lot  of  talk  about  Father  Fabian.  Was  he  on  the 

Fire  Department  when  you  were? 

KAVAHAUGH :  Yes,  Father  Fabian  was  a  different  man  —  he  was  a  fire  fan,  but 
Father  Snee  was  more,  I  don’t  know,  consoling  and  comforting.  Father  Fabian 
of  course,  had  more  on  his  mind,  understand.  He  was  for  the  men,  now  by 
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that  I  mean,  there  vas  a  difference.  I  liked  both  of  them.  But  Father 
Snee  vas  my  regular  pal. 

PEARCE ;  I've  heard  that  when  there  was  an  alarm,  that  the  fire  trucks 
would  pull  out  in  front  and  wait  for  Father  Fabian  to  run  down  the  church 
steps  and  Jump  on  a  piece  of  equipment. 

KAVARAUGH :  That's  right.  Like  you  say,  they  would  call  him  by  phone,  see, 
and  tell  him  there  was  a  fire.  Usually  he  heard  the  alarm  anyway  ringing 
across  the  street. 

PEARCE:  Was  there  any  kind  of  initiation  or  pranks  that  you  would  pull 
on  newer  firemen  that  would  come  on  the  Job? 

KAVANAUGH :  When  Joe  Jones  came  on  to  the  department,  they  framed  him.  They 
used  to  do  it  with  everybody  when  they  came  on.  They  would  give  him  what 
they  call  the  "short  bunkers".  When  you'd  go  to  bed,  they  would  slip  a 
pair  of  cut-off  bunkers  next  to  your  bed  and  remove  yours.  Well,  Joe  went 
to  bed  about  9*30  at  night.  In  fact,  everybody  was  watching  Joe  Jones. 

Joe  hadn't  been  on  the  department  very  long.  About  10:30,  the  agreement 
was  to  ring  the  bell  and  holler,  "Fire!"  Joe  pulled  on  the  short  bunkers, 
slid  the  pole,  and  didn't  even  notice  that  the  bunkers  were  short.  It  was 
Just  lucky  he  didn't  rub  his  leg  on  the  pole  and  burn  it.  The  engines  were 
running  and  someone  said,  "Where  is  the  fire?"  I  forget  Joe's  number  on 
Comstock  Street,  it  was  500  something.  Anyway,  Joe  Jones  thought  for  a 
minute,  "Hey,  that's  my  house;  come  on,  let's  go!"  We  all  began  to  laugh. 

So  Joe  got  short  bunkers  then.  But  that  other  one  about  the  mannequin 
beats  all.  A  man  by  the  name  of  Blaney  Beach  run  a  dry  goods  store  in 
back  of  the  Fire  Station  on  Chicago  Street.  Me  and  my  nephew  got  a  mannequin 
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from  the  man  and  took  it  to  the  Engine  House  and  put  it  in  Jim  Paul’s 
bed  and  he  slept  all  night  without  saying  a  word.  He  wanted  everybody  to 
know  that  he  could  take  a  joke,  see.  The  first  thing  in  the  morning  I 
guess  I  was  one  of  the  first  to  wake  up.  I  always  wake  up  early.  I  see 
him  looking  around  at  everyone  in  bed,  and  he  said,  "By  golly,  Nellie, 
where  have  you  been  all  of  these  years?  I  missed  you."  There  he  was 
talking  to  the  mannequin  alongside  of  him.  That  was  really  funny.  He 
could  surely  take  a  joke. 

PEARCE :  What  have  you  done  since  your  retirement,  Mr.  Kavanaugh? 

KAVANAUGH :  What  have  I  done?  Well,  you  see  I  have  been  handicapped.  My 
hearing  is  still  bad.  I  like  to  do  yard  work  and  gardening  around  the 
house.  A  fellow  wanted  me  to  go  into  business  with  him,  but  I  turned  it 
down.  Mostly,  I  do  some  exercising;  but  I  like  to  relax  and  enjoy  my  re¬ 
tirement  with  my  family. 

PEARCE:  You  say  you  still  do  a  lot  of  exercising? 

KAVANAUGH :  Oh  yes,  I  will  never  get  away  from  that.  Bending  my  knees 
and  walking. 

PEARCE:  Well,  Mr.  Kavanaugh,  thank  you  for  doing  this  interview.  It’s 
been  most  interesting  and  informative. 
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Vranicar,  Antonio,  7 

Washington  Street,  9»  20 
Woods,  Warren,  21 

Young,  Royce,  l8 


r,  1 


T 


51 


♦►  • 

T  ^s^lnh^€^^  ^ 


( ;,r.  ,;^®''^ 


.?3K 


v:c 


i$  .fti>obW  v*;VL_ 


‘3i  » 


I  4 
i. 


*5 


'*•’■*  O  _  _ .  .  '  J  ■^'  M 

'  '  j'Vytft'  V  j  •  'j 

''■■*’  ,T^  -* 


'i-h  i»S^!  /  ^ 

'}  *  '*  J 


.V  ‘ 


■^1  - 

t  'A, 


■  vr  e>: 


R^' 


V' 


I'j- 


■'■  ".  i' ;  ,''■  r*,  j  ’ 


V  ’ 

t.. 


j 


»f  L  <v 


J' 


'‘'i 


•I  ■«  '  ^-  . 

'i- 

^  j  ’*  -ilw 

t-J  .  /  ..Awn 


0?*- 


i  S' 


-I  .^. 


.1 


■;i  *,  -5!  . :  ,  ;-,  14A>-:C.  , 

’-'v  -r  ^  ’  /f-  ^'•■■'  fC  ■''  -^31 

.  ^r  ‘  ;  ■  ■  . .  ■  '* ,  jf .’ '!  f  ^  *t-v(fflBi 

,,  'i-  Vil^s  ■  #J4Wl-| 

"  ■'  ■...'•  _'*ls  ,  .  t'S-TltifS 


‘■1' 


./ 

fc 


». 

4^ 


T. 

V  . 


It 


I  t  ■• 

y..'. 


S  ' 


.r\ 

■ 


1 ' 

'  T 


*  I  .r  •>  i  .  ,  I  t 

?  '  j^-viV  ■‘■Vi 


-*  j*  ",  '-'.k 

■V'.^  *■  > 

‘  ,  V;”5.HrTF!!^ 

I  -  r  ’ 

V  -f 


^  'i  - .-  - 


kii 


•  ■$  ■  ''..  .  '•■.■- 


,  ^ 


•#  L^?  ;  'm.  i  ^ 


/ 

tti  .,_';i,  .^,  r  „k' 

,  ^  _ _ ^ 


I 

■  Tr’^-i 


M 


